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At a ceremony in Bilbao in June 2018, Osteria Francescana was awarded the 
number-one position in the World’s 50 Best Restaurants list. It’s the second 
time Osteria Francescana, a small place in Modena, Italy, has received the 
accolade, the first being in 2016. Last year New York’s Eleven Madison Park stole 
the top spot, but they couldn’t keep the chef-patron Massimo Bottura down 
for long.
Bottura, a wiry man in heavy framed spectacles, is already a superstar. Recently 
while cooking for dignitaries in Turin, Henry Kissinger asked him for a selfie. “Can 
you believe that? It’s crazy,” he says. 
The first accolade didn’t just change his life. “It’s really changed Modena. People 
in the shops stop me to say thank you. There was no tourism. Now people are 
coming. Last week a bus of Chinese visitors stopped to take pictures of the 
restaurant.”
Raised on his father’s farm near the Po (one of the dishes at Osteria 
Francescana is called “an eel swimming up the river Po”), a river that flows 
across northern Italy from west to east, he would hide under the kitchen table 
while his mother and grandmother cooked. “We had our own melon, potatoes, 
prosciutto – our palates were getting so spoilt,” Bottura explains in his heavily 
accented English. But he was desperate to be a footballer and his father 
wanted him to be a lawyer. “My mother was always saying, let him do what he 
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wants to do.” He abandoned the idea of a life in sport, but was miserable at 
law school. Again his mother came to the rescue, along with his brother, Paolo. 
“They said, you love to cook – there is a small restaurant out of Modena, you can 
buy it for next to nothing.” A week later he had bought it, and opened Trattoria 
del Campazzo, aged just 20 and with no culinary training.
Luckily a local chef and rezdora (pasta maker), Lidia Cristoni, was looking for 
work. She took Bottura in hand, showed him how to “run a line” to serve 80 
people and do the preparation that chefs call “mise en place”. Crucially, says 
Bottura’s American-born wife Lara Gilmore, she also insisted “that you always 
have to have a staff meal before service. Sit down and eat with your team, 
because that is what unites everyone.”
“Women are the people who have helped me the most,” Bottura says. Apart 
from his mother and Cristoni, there was his grandmother, who pushed him 













Women are the people who have helped me the most
幫我最多的都是女性 
to study rather than play football all the time. Ines, the housekeeper, “taught 
me how to be humble and how to make pasta”. And of course there was 
Gilmore, his close collaborator, who is the measured balance to Bottura’s wild 
enthusiasm.
The couple opened Osteria Francescana in Modena in 1995. There were tough 
years, but it became increasingly acclaimed, one of a band of fashionable 
avant-garde restaurants. Then in 2012 came what Gilmore describes as “a 
pivotal moment”. A major earthquake shook Modena; seven people were killed 
and thousands lost their homes. “The damage was devastating economically 
to small producers and to tourism,” recalls Gilmore. Nearby Parmigiano 
Reggiano producers were threatened with ruin when their wheels of cheese, 
worth hundreds of euros each, rolled off the shelves; 360,000 wheels of 
cheese were damaged, and needed eating straightaway. Bottura developed a 
dish, Riso Cacio e Pepe, which used lots of parmesan, and the recipe went viral. 
While it didn’t save all the cheese, “people realised that the best way to go out 
and support the farmers and the industry [was to buy parmesan] and nobody 
lost their job, and no dairy farm closed, and we realised right then and there the 
possibility of using our voice to effect change in a positive way,” says Gilmore.
Shortly afterwards, plans started for the 2015 World Expo in Milan, with the 
theme Feeding the Planet. Back then, growing more was the mantra. Bottura 
thought differently, as Gilmore recalls. “Massimo woke up one day and said, ‘I 
have a great idea’ – and I thought I’d better sit down, as when Massimo says he 
has a great idea you know it’s going to take you out of your comfort zone – and 
he said we have to think not about food production but about food waste.” A 
Refettorio was planned, where food that would otherwise be wasted would be 
約360,000盤芝士因此受影響，必須盡快食用，Bottura於是想到一道需要大量使
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served to homeless people. Bottura’s chef friends, many of whom also appear 
on the World’s 50 Best list, flocked to help, along with a band of volunteers 
and trainees. The Milan Refettorio Ambrosiano is now in its third year. In 2016 
Refettorio Gastromotiva was established in Rio de Janeiro, to coincide with 
the Olympics; last year Refettorio Felix launched in London’s Earl’s Court, and 
in March Refettorio Paris opened its doors. All are kitted out with swish kitchen 
equipment thanks to Bottura’s power as a fundraiser. Two more Refettorios 
are planned for the US, and Food For Soul, the non-profit organisation set up by 
the couple, is looking at opening in Africa and elsewhere in Europe.
This is far more than a gesture to do-gooding. Watching Bottura at the London 
Refettorio, for example, he was engrossed in conversation with the guests. In 
the kitchen, he was a master of improvisation with donated ingredients. He 
turned bread into a toasted sugar and bread wafer, with a caramelised milk ice 
cream for the guests at Refettorio Ambrosiano. In London he made tea-and-
biscuits ice cream for his (non-paying) guests. At Refettorio Gastromotiva, 
none of the deliveries turned up on the first day except a case of browning 
bananas. Bottura took the emergency supply of pasta he had brought with him, 
smoked the banana skins until they tasted like bacon, and made a Brazilian take 
on pasta carbonara.
Now there is a new food scheme on the go. In October in Modena a pasta 
workshop opens, where 20 people with special needs, including Gilmore and 
Bottura’s teenage son, will be taught to make traditional Modenese tortellini by 
local volunteers, expert rezdore (pasta makers). It’s a painstaking task, hand-
rolling dough and filling the tiny bundles sometimes called ombelico or “belly 
buttons”. A pilot project has been running for two years, and the results are 
promising. The aim is to sell the pasta, giving the students self-confidence as 
well as income. Even the name of the project, Tortellante, sounds like fun. “It 
kind of means galloping with your tortellini,” explains Gilmore.
And to top it all, the couple are converting a farm just outside Modena into a 
guesthouse, with a vegetable garden designed by Gilmore. 
With so much going on, are these new projects more important than the 
restaurant? “No!” bellows Bottura. “Without Osteria Francescana we couldn’t 
do any of this. It is where the ideas start.” 
As for the award, Bottura has vowed to use his success to make “visible the 
invisible”. Where do they get this extraordinary energy? “I think it might be the 
Parmigiano,” suggests Gilmore. “Or the acidity of the balsamic vinegar that is 
bubbling in me – like this,” declares Bottura, flinging his arms out with such force 
he threatens to fall backwards. If his previous achievements are anything to go 
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